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As he prepares to leave office Sept. 1, President Ernesto Perez Balladares has entered a phase of
accelerated political activity, appointing a colleague to the post of assistant administrator of the
Autoridad del Canal, pushing for legislation that allows him to appoint three new magistrates to the
Supreme Court, and firing political enemies in the bureaucracy.
The president's critics say he is maneuvering to keep control of the governing Partido
Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) and to govern through the party's majority in the legislature.
When Perez Balladares appointed Ricaurte Vasquez to the canal authority, president-elect Mireya
Moscoso complained that the appointment should have been left to her since the canal reverts to
Panamanian control during her presidency.
When the president pressed the Legislative Assembly to create a fifth division (Sala Quinta) of the
Supreme Court, Moscoso and leaders of her Partido Arnulfista (PA) said the real purpose was to
give the outgoing president continuing influence in government through the three new magistrates
he would appoint.
The Sala Quinta is ostensibly necessary to relieve the court's workload and would hear cases
involving constitutional guarantees and labor rights. But organized labor opposes the measure
arguing that it is a costly boondoggle designed to "cover the president's back" after he leaves office.
The PRD majority in the Assembly has also become more active.
Since the May presidential election (see NotiCen, 1999-05-06), it has changed the Assembly's
internal rules to benefit its majority delegation, increased the legislature's control over the budget,
approved the Sala Quinta bill, and eliminated the president's control over the special funds allotted
to each legislator.
Complaining about the congressional-rules changes, Moscoso said, "It's a clear intention to
set up mechanisms that, besides prolonging the influence of the outgoing president in the new
government, makes a mockery of the popular will." Since the PRD will still have a majority in the
next legislative session beginning Sept. 1, Moscoso could face an immovable legislature with her
executive authority reduced. In May, Moscoso appealed to civil servants in managerial positions to
postpone hiring new personnel until she takes office.
But, congressman-elect Jose Blandon said Perez Balladares is already contriving to weaken the
Moscoso administration before it takes over by spending money on "juicy" unjustified contracts that
expire the day before he leaves office. The intent is to leave the government penniless, Blandon said.
"The PRD is placing a lot of rocks in Moscoso's path to make her fall," said Blandon. Comptroller
General Gabriel Castro dismissed the charges.
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Though he is investigating financial irregularities in a number of government agencies, Castro said
the government's financial situation is "stable." Moscoso's relations with the Assembly promise
to be tendentious. Shortly after her election, PRD leaders threatened her with impeachment if she
went through with a suggestion to reform the Constitution by calling a constituent assembly. Former
president Guillermo Endara (1989-1994) advised her to dissolve the Assembly upon taking office.

Opposition in Assembly agrees to let Moscoso govern
By July, the hostility between the Assembly and the incoming administration appeared to have
cooled off. PRD deputies elected to the next session met in early July to plan strategy and announced
they had decided that Moscoso would be permitted to govern.
During the meeting, chaired by Martin Torrijos, whom Moscoso defeated in the presidential
election, Torrijos said the deputies-elect agreed to a legislative agenda focused on social issues
such as education, employment, and poverty. "We are interested in cooperating on issues of
national importance that the president will present to the Assembly in its next session, and, as the
opposition, we are going to do it responsibly, together with the other political forces we hope to
attract to our party after Sept. 1," said Torrijos.

Perez Balladares' party faces internal power struggle
What the PRD finally does in the next session may well be determined by the outcome of the party's
internal struggles. The PRD suffered two electoral disasters in six months. In August 1998, the PRD's
attempt to change the Constitution to permit Perez Balladares to serve a second term was crushed in
a popular referendum (see NotiCen, 1998-09-03).
Moscoso's victory over Torrijos further jolted the party. The defeats undermined Perez Balladares'
leadership, raised doubts about the economic program that had contributed to the party's dwindling
popular support, and threatened to destroy the PRD's Nueva Nacion alliance.
The PRD, which began as a populist party under Gen. Omar Torrijos, moved to the center-right
under Perez Balladares. Martin Torrijos, who takes over as PRD secretary general in September,
leads the center-left faction of the party. Some analysts said Torrijos' defeat at the polls would
deprive him of his role as titular head of the party leaving the advantage with Perez Balladares.
Recent actions by the president suggest he aims to maintain his grip on the party and prepare for
another run for the presidency in 2009.
The 1999 presidential election was no sooner lost than PRD leaders began blaming Torrijos for his
defeat. PRD secretary general Mitchell Doens said Torrijos lost because he distanced himself from
Perez Balladares and the party leadership. But some analysts said that if Torrijos had run as a Perez
Balladares protege, his defeat would have been worse.

President fires allies from government jobs
Signs already indicate that Moscoso could benefit from a Torrijos-Perez Balladares power struggle.
In late July, the president began asking for the resignations of Cabinet ministers and mid-level civil
servants belonging to PRD allies, the Partido Liberal Nacional (PLN) and Partido Solidaridad (PS).
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The firings were retaliation for PLN and PS opposition to the Sala Quinta bill. Samuel Lewis
Galindo, honorary PS president, confirmed that his party had broken with the PRD over the bill,
arguing that a new division of the court was unnecessary. But PRD official Francisco Sanchez
Cardenas said the PS opposed the bill to ingratiate itself with Moscoso and cited as evidence PS
president Carlos Clement's admission that Moscoso had offered him the post of comptroller general
in her administration.
Lewis Galindo called the firings acts of intolerance and ingratitude for the party's four years of
supporting the PRD. He warned that Perez Balladares' revenge could backfire by encouraging
Moscoso to fire PRD civil servants. He also suggested the firings would make it difficult for Torrijos
to pull the alliance back together. David Samudio, vice president of the PLN, said it was one thing to
ask for the resignation of ministers, another to fire career public servants in nonpolitical jobs.
Perez Balladares explained the firings as ordinary politics and said he doubted Torrijos would
re-establish relations with the PS. "The resignation of members of Solidaridad is a result of their
opposition to the...Sala Quinta," he said. "If you don't agree with something that the government is
doing, the least you can do is resign."
Torrijos has not openly commented on the firings but has promised to mend fences once he takes
over as secretary general. If he fails to bring the PS back into the PRD alliance, Assembly deputies
from Moscoso's Union por Panama alliance could pick up support from the four PS deputies and
deprive the PRD of its majority in the Assembly. Of the 71 seats, the PRD could then count only on
the 30 seats held by its own members while the Arnulfistas and PS deputies together would have
29. The remaining eight are held by the Accion Opositora alliance, headed by Alberto Vallarino, a
former Arnulfista.
At the end of June, Moscoso announced that Omar Torrijos, another son of the late general, had
agreed to serve in her Cabinet in an undisclosed post. Moscoso has also said "the door is open" to
anyone from any party, including the PRD, to join her administration. Martin Torrijos had earlier
declined an invitation to join the Moscoso team. Surveying the end-of-term guerrilla warfare,
administration official Alma Montenegro de Fletcher said the four-month transition period between
the May election and the September inauguration is too long and suggested it be cut to two
months. She said the current practice allows too much time for the development of "instability" and
"speculation" that can harm the economy. (Sources: Associated Press, 06/01/99; Notimex, 05/11/99,
07/06/99; El Panama America, 05/03/99, 05/04/99, 05/08/99, 05/14/99, 06/30/99, 07/13/99, 07/14/99,
07/18/99, 07/24/99, 07/25/99)

-- End --
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